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I would like to acknowledge my great-grandmother, grandmother and mother for carefully saving the letters over the years. I would also like to thank Wanda for entrusting these letters to my mother. The letters have helped me get to know her all over again as a young woman. I would like to offer a sincere thank you to my grandmother and to all the soldiers of the past and present that take the time to write letters. Your shared experiences mean more than words can express.
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Wanda Marie Renn was born on July 24, 1921. By 1942, Wanda was a tall, lovely brunette with soft brown eyes and an olive complexion. She came from a Catholic family residing in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Wanda was of Polish heritage. Little is known about her father. It’s likely that Wanda Renn went to an Army recruiting station during 1942 to apply for the WAAC training program. Applicants had to be U.S. citizens between the ages of 21 and 45 without dependents. There was a height requirement of at least five feet, and a weight requirement of at least 100 pounds. Over 35,000 women applied nationwide for less than 1,000 anticipated positions. Wanda Renn began her training at the first WAAC Training Center at Fort Des Moines in 1942. Wanda Renn served in the 149th WAAC Post Headquarters Company, the first to go overseas. Her service in North Africa was dangerous for her, as women did not have the same protections under international law as male soldiers. Unlike servicemen, the auxiliaries could not receive overseas pay or government life insurance. If they became sick or wounded, they would not receive veterans’ hospitalization. If they were killed, their parents received no death gratuity. 
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The Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC)
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In 1941, the typical reaction to women serving in the U.S. Army was negative. Some were not ready to accept the presence of women in a war zone. However, after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, perceptions changed. The military had to face the reality of a shortage of manpower. The debate changed from the very presence of women serving during wartime to a discussion of the roles that women could do in the Army. In 1941, Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers introduced a bill in the House of Representatives to establish a Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. According to the bill, the quasi-military organization of 25,000 women would fill clerical jobs otherwise given to men. The bill languished in a preoccupied Congress concerned with issues such as the lend lease bill, price controls, war plant production and labor problems. Some of the legislators of 77th Congress of 1941-1943 expressed concerns that women generals would abuse their power by dictating orders to male personnel and women would tell commanding officers how to “run their business.” They objected to providing women with disability pensions, retirements, and veterans’ benefits. After much debate, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the compromise bill. An Act to Establish the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) was passed. Unfortunately, the act did not grant members military status. The Army would enroll 150,000 officers and enlisted women between the ages of twenty-one and forty-five for noncombatant service. Members of the WAAC would be paid, housed, fed, clothed and trained. They would receive medical care at their Army posts and other facilities, and would also serve overseas. Despite the hard work on behalf of the WAACs to present themselves in an ethical and professional manner, a hostile attitude from many officers and enlisted males resulted in slanderous jokes and gossip. These unsavory attitudes and remarks traveled rapidly from the military community to civilian circles. It wasn’t long before the media worsened the situation, and a year passed before the campaign ended because of attempts to portray the WAACs in a more favorable light. Despite the bad publicity, women achieved Army status in 1943 when President Roosevelt signed the Act to Establish the Women’s Army Corps. The word “auxiliary” was removed from the name, and the women were granted Army status and renamed the Women’s Army Corps (WAC).
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An Introduction to the Letters
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World War II was a difficult time in history that tried all Americans. The following transcribed letters detail the challenges that my grandmother Wanda Renn faced as a member of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps from 1942 to 1944. This collection of WWII correspondence is a historical glimpse of the war from the perspective of the female soldier. Wanda’s willingness to do her best underscores the level of excellence that women can achieve in the military. These series of letters were written by Wanda Marie Renn to her mother Carol (Baron) Renn. On occasion, they were also addressed to her sister, Patricia Renn (my namesake), lovingly nicknamed “Pal." In the letters, Wanda mentioned her Aunt Wanda Baron and Aunt Jane (Baron) Chipman. Urla Kunasek is also mentioned, Wanda’s friend and fellow WAAC. Harriet, the wife of Wanda’s Uncle Julian is briefly mentioned as well. Uncle Chip refers to Captain Elwood Millard Chipman, an M.D. who was married to Carol (Baron) Renn’s sister Jane. Their daughter, Pam, is also mentioned. Norman was a family friend from Grand Rapids, Michigan.

There were many different soldiers mentioned that were naturally attracted to Wanda’s amazing sense of humor and vitality. Although Wanda expressed care and concern for all of the Allied soldiers she encountered, only one soldier captured her heart. Her descriptive letters tell a story of a young woman from Grand Rapids, Michigan experiencing military training for the first time. Wanda was of the first group of WAACs to enlist despite the criticism they would surely receive from the media. As a member of the first detachment of WAACs eventually dispatched to North Africa, Wanda performed her duties admirably, while taking the time to note her surroundings and inject a little humor into her circumstances. I hope that readers will find a friend in Wanda Renn just as I have. She has taught me that integrity, pride and humor are a winning combination. As her granddaughter, I feel that reading her correspondence to her family has been like reading the letters of a dear friend whose very human perspective has been missing in my life for far too long. Each letter has been transcribed complete with certain spelling and grammatical errors included. I feel it’s important for the reader to experience my grandmother’s informal letter writing style and manner of speech. She was a young woman when she wrote the letters, and I feel that leaving her shortcuts in provides the reader with a picture of her personality and expression. Later in her life, she wrote often and her military anecdotes were published in her favorite magazine, Reader’s Digest’s Humor in Uniform. The acknowledgement of her abilities as a writer delighted her. For historical purposes, I hope the reader will excuse some of Wanda’s more colorful speech as a candid voice from a different time and place than the one we reside in now. As I transcribe the final letter from Wanda’s Lincoln desk relocated from her home in Bennington, Michigan, I think of how far Wanda had traveled in her life in such a short time. Sixty-nine years have passed since the beginning of that journey. Although both the desk and I are showing our years, thanks to Wanda I have come to believe that my own journey won’t be cut short due to a lack of diligence and an overabundance of doubt.
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1942

Fort Des Moines, Iowa 

October 30, 1942

Friday

Dear Mother, 

Just received your letter and the stationery sure took the cake. Since all our classes have wound up with a bang, we haven’t done a darn thing all day but sit around and it’s a good time as any to answer letters. Half the girls are running around like mad, getting ready to leave for their furloughs. I’m leaving for Grand Rapids definitely Tuesday and will probably come to see you at S.O. and Co. later Wed. afternoon. I’ll have to leave either Friday night or early Saturday, as I must report at reveille Sunday. What a life. 

I’m strictly G.I., now that I have dog tags hanging around my neck. Your name and address is stamped on it, placed. Either the stocking size was underestimated or my washing technique is off key, but at any rate, I’m beginning to wonder whether I should darn or patch said article. The girdles are laid away (with loving care) at the bottom of my foot locker for the duration. As the garters always broke or fell off at the worse time. It was with terrible suspense that we marched before Col. Morgan yesterday, as our platoon leader’s rear left garter broke and we could see her stocking slowly sag at every step. So it goes. 

We’re so good at parading – drilling, I should say, that we did just that yesterday. It was quite a thrill, even tho our lines weren’t any too straight. Give us plenty of time, brands of foot powders, salves, etc. etc.

For the past two days the weather has been 100% terrible and the mud is ankle high wherever we go. In fact, this morning alone I washed my galoshes off four times; and slide! Going to one of the classes I slid three times before I regained my balance and everyone said “oh” and held their breath during the process.

Poor Dick! He wrote that he had gone on a five day hike in the mountains and every time they’d carefully figure on capturing the enemy, no enemy could be found. All he had for his hard labor was sore feet, and I can appreciate the extent of his complaints. The P.X. is constantly on the go for corn pads, etc. etc. and has an inviting array of several along with mine and my serial number A-601239. We have one more tetanus shot coming and are just recuperating from the second one right now.

Every Friday or Saturday we’ve been shot but this one isn’t bad at all, after the first 20 minutes or so. Oh, we’re kept healthy all right, and have even had our feet examined. Did I say examined? For two days the East side of the barracks has frantically cast off shoes and stockings, and just when the Dr. would get around to our side, we’d have to tear around and “fall out.” So far I have only salvaged one pair of sheer cotton hose – that means that if an article is worn out thru fair wear and tear, it can be taken to the supply sergeant and eventually replaced.

One nice thing is that we pay only half fare; price, rather at all the theatres around here. The Post theatre is 15 cents, and the latest movie is The War Against Mrs. Hadley, so we’re not so terribly far behind. If I wanted to, or felt like exerting all that energy, I could see all sorts of foot ball games, wrestling matches and such in Des Moines for absolutely nothing. One thing left to do, and that is our P.T. class in about ten minutes. It’s the bother of changing clothes to hop on one leg and then the other, that irks us, and clothes are flung left and right in the rush to dress within 3 minutes. Most of us are stiff as our instructor has been giving us more strenuous exercises. More creaking of joints and bones!

Will write soon – this Wed. I’ll be home, the 4th, I believe it is. 

Lots of love, 

Wanda

P.S. Some of the older women are on the shy side and complained the other day about the girls who ran around “with practically nothing at all on.” Isn’t that something?

Daytona Beach, Florida

149th WAAC Post Hq. Co.

Nov. 12, 1942

Thursday

Dear Mother,

Monday night we started off in a downpour of rain and today at 3:15 A.M. were ordered to “fall out” at Daytona Beach. Trucks brought us here and we’re about 3 miles from the city proper. So far I think Florida is grand and the weather is super. I’d better start from the beginning instead of hopping about and getting no place fast.

Squads were assigned to their cars and we rode in on the Pullmans. Two slept in the lowers and my bed partner and I almost lost our minds sleeping, as it was all we could do to keep in bed. Getting dressed and undressed was a terrific battle and we came close to cracking our skulls in the effort. We had all necessary articles in a field bag, plus our canteens, gas masks, utility coat, blouse, and mess kits. I never did so much climbing up and down, as for inspections all the junk had to be strapped to the rods of the upper booths (berths, I mean).

For our meals, we’d stagger thru two cars and then say a prayer that the train wouldn’t lurch and send all our food down the front of our shirts. We were well fed, tho, so it was worth all the exertion. The thing that really was uncomfortable was wearing a cotton shirt for practically 3 days, as we had all our belongings packed into two barrack bags. It got so that we wondered whether the shirt got us dirty or the other way ‘round.

We are at the Oscealo Hotel and five of us happen to fit in this particular room – I certainly got the best and Urla was lucky enough to get in with me. As I look out of the window, I can see palm trees and the sun is shining – something that was rare at the Fort. Our meals have to be eaten in town and believe it or not, men eat right with us. In fact, they’re the same bunch from Iowa and have been down here about a week. That makes it nice, and don’t think we don’t appreciate it. We have to be driven in, so it takes quite some time.

It’s almost noon now and I’ve unpacked everything. I have a peach of a bed next to the wall and it’s not the Army Regulation (AR) cot, but I’m blessed with an inner-spring mattress – doesn’t that take the cake? My regards to the girls at the office. I didn’t have time to contact Martha Reed as we had so much to take care of. Oh! – the Miss Roth the old gentleman inquired about happens to be in the 75th Co. and is here in Florida. Some coincidence. 
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